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ITEM NUMBER: 10

SUBJECT: Reissuance of Waste Discharge Requirements, National 
Pollutant Discharge Elimination System Permit No. 
CA0047953, Order No. R3-2021-0001 for City of El Paso 
de Robles Wastewater Treatment Plant, San Luis Obispo 
County

STAFF CONTACT: Tamara Anderson, (805) 549-3334, 
tamara.anderson@waterboards.ca.gov 

KEY INFORMATION

Location: 3200 Sulphur Springs Road, Paso Robles
Type of Discharge: Treated domestic wastewater
Design Capacity: 4.9 million gallons per day (MGD) (monthly average dry 

weather flow), 12.7 MGD (peak hour wet weather flow)
Treatment: Primary clarification, biological nutrient removal, secondary 

clarification, cloth media filtration, and ultraviolet light 
disinfection

Disposal: Inland surface water discharges to Salinas River and 
Huerhuero Creek

Reclamation: Production of disinfected tertiary water; onsite reuse and 
limited offsite reuse for cleaning and maintaining sanitary 
sewer system; and assessing additional offsite reuse 
options, which would be covered by a separate permit

Existing Orders: Waste Discharge Requirements Order No. R3-2011-0002

ACTION:  Adopt Proposed Order No. R3-2021-0001

SUMMARY

This staff report provides an overview of the proposed reissuance of existing Waste 
Discharge Requirements Order No. R3-2011-0002 for the City of El Paso de Robles 
(Discharger) Wastewater Treatment Plant (Facility). Proposed Order No. R3-2021-0001 
(proposed order) has minor effluent limitation changes based on the results of a 
reasonable potential analysis.1 The Discharger was the only party to submit comments 

1 A reasonable potential analysis is used to determine whether a discharge, alone or in 
combination with other sources of pollutants to a waterbody and under a set of 
conditions arrived at by making a series of reasonable assumptions, could lead to an 
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during the public comment period. Central Coast Regional Water Quality Control Board 
(Central Coast Water Board) staff reviewed the comments from the Discharger and has 
proposed a few revisions to various sections of the proposed order. A detailed 
discussion of all those revisions is provided in this staff report and in Attachment 1. The 
proposed order includes requirements that ensure the discharge of treated wastewater 
is protective of water quality and beneficial uses and that recycled water is treated to a 
standard that is protective of public health and the environment. Central Coast Water 
Board staff recommends adoption of the proposed order (Attachment 2).

DISCUSSION

Background

The Discharger currently discharges treated wastewater from the Facility pursuant to 
Order No. R3-2011-0002, National Pollutant Discharge Elimination System (NPDES) 
Permit No.CA0047953. The Discharger submitted a report of waste discharge (i.e., 
permit renewal application) dated March 28, 2016, to continue discharging a monthly 
average dry weather effluent flow up to 4.9 million gallons per day from the Facility and 
a peak daily wet weather effluent flow of 12.7 million gallons per day.

The Discharger owns and operates a wastewater collection and treatment facility for the 
City of El Paso de Robles, serving a population of approximately 32,000 people. The 
Facility receives domestic, commercial, and industrial wastewater. Starting in 2015, the 
Discharger made significant upgrades to the wastewater treatment plant that resulted in 
improved wastewater treatment processes to remove ammonia and nitrogen, address 
chlorine residual issues, produce “tertiary 2.2 quality” recycled water, and increase wet 
weather treatment capacity. The Discharger completed its Facility upgrades in 2019.2
The Discharger also implements salt reduction measures to decrease salt loading 
attributable to its discharges and completed a salt and nutrient management plan for the 
Paso Robles Groundwater Basin in May 2015. 

The upgraded Facility now produces higher quality treated wastewater and is more 
resilient in addressing issues associated with climate change. Consistent with actions 
identified in the Paso Robles Subbasin Groundwater Sustainability Plan, the Discharger 
constructed a recycled water pump station and storage reservoir at the Facility and 
plans to construct a recycled water pipeline from the Facility to convey treated 
wastewater to two new discharge locations in Huerhuero Creek. The proposed order 

excursion above an applicable water quality standard. The regulation also specifies 
that the reasonable potential determination must apply not only to numeric criteria, but 
also to narrative criteria. 

2 The current Facility includes primary treatment with screening, a vortex grit removal 
basin, and a septage receiving station; primary clarification; biological nutrient 
removal; secondary clarification with a return activated sludge pump; and disinfection 
through cloth media filtration and ultraviolet light disinfection, with chloramination and 
dechlorination as back-up disinfection. Wastewater solids are dewatered by centrifuge 
and hauled from the site for disposal or reuse at the City’s landfill.
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has been updated to authorize the Discharger to discharge treated wastewater to the 
new Huerhuero Creek discharge locations. The Discharger also plans to deliver 
recycled water to various locations within and around the City for direct non-potable 
uses. The proposed order has been updated to authorize the Discharger to act as the 
producer of recycled water. The Division of Water Rights issued an order authorizing 
the Discharger to reduce discharge of treated wastewater to the Salinas River and 
redirect flows to the new Huerhuero Creek discharge locations and for beneficial 
reuses. 

Since the last permit reissuance, the Central Coast Water Board has required the 
Discharger to develop a formal pretreatment program. The purpose of the pretreatment 
program is to identify specific discharge standards and requirements that apply to 
sources of nondomestic wastewater (i.e., industrial users) discharging to the wastewater 
treatment plant. By reducing or eliminating waste at the industries (“source reduction”), 
fewer toxic pollutants are discharged to and need to be treated by the wastewater 
treatment plant. The Discharger is implementing a pretreatment program and is making 
modifications to address feedback from the most recent United States Environmental 
Protection Agency (U.S. EPA) subcontractor inspection of the current pretreatment 
program, address changes to sources including disconnection of the Templeton 
Community Services District from the Discharger’s sewer system, and incorporate 
updated local limits. The approval of the Discharger’s pretreatment program is a 
separate action from the adoption of the proposed order. The Central Coast Water 
Board Executive Officer is the approval authority and has not yet approved the 
Discharger’s pretreatment program.

Compliance History

During the term of Order No. R3-2011-0002, the Discharger had numerous effluent 
violations. From June 2011 through April 2015, the Discharger had 226 violations, 
consisting of 224 effluent violations and two deficient monitoring report submittal 
violations. Starting in May 2015, the Discharger implemented several corrective actions 
to address compliance issues, including significant facility upgrades and adjustments to 
facility treatment processes and procedures. From May 2015 through January 2021, the 
Discharger had 54 violations, consisting of 53 effluent violations and one deficient 
monitoring report submittal violation. 

As indicated in the number of violations before and after May 2015, the number of 
reported violations has decreased since commencement of the upgrades. However, 
because the upgrades were implemented in phases, the Discharger continued to have 
some persisting issues until upgrade completion in 2019. Most of the effluent violations 
acquired during the plant upgrades were related to the chlorination and dechlorination 
processes. However, in 2019, the Discharger upgraded to ultraviolet disinfection and 
discontinued the regular use of chlorine, addressing compliance issues related to 
chlorination and dechlorination processes. 

Since the upgrade’s completion, the only notable effluent violations have been three 
violations for acute and chronic toxicity. The Discharger, along with others in the 
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industry, is having toxicity testing challenges and is actively working with its laboratory 
to troubleshoot various solutions. 

The enforcement program has resolved 226 violations that occurred between July 7, 
2011, and October 31, 2018, via issuance of mandatory minimum penalties, totaling 
$678,000.

CHANGES FROM THE EXISTING ORDER

Central Coast Water Board staff structured the proposed order in accordance with the 
statewide NPDES permit template. Central Coast Water Board staff also reviewed the 
previous order for and incorporated requirements from the previous order that need to 
carry through. The following summarizes the significant proposed changes from the 
previous order, which is also discussed in detail in the proposed order fact sheet:

1. Changed effluent limitations and monitoring for discharges of treated wastewater 
to the Salinas River:
o Removed the bis(2-ethylhexyl) phthalate effluent limitation and reduced 

monitoring frequencies because effluent data indicates the Discharger’s 
effluent does not have the reasonable potential to exceed the water quality 
criteria (sections 4.4 and 7.2 of the fact sheet). 

o Lowered the copper effluent limitation due to the reasonable potential 
analysis results (Table 2 of the proposed order and section 4.3 of the fact 
sheet).

o Lowered the selenium effluent limitation due to the reasonable potential 
analysis results (Table 2 of the proposed order and section 4.3 of the fact 
sheet) and added a process to calculate and apply a selenium intake credit 
(section 7.6 of the proposed order and section 4.4.4 of the fact sheet).

o Established a mercury effluent limitation and increased the mercury 
monitoring frequency to be consistent with updates to the State Water 
Board’s Water Quality Control Plan for Inland Surface Waters, Enclosed 
Bays, and Estuaries of California (ISWEBE Plan) (Table 2 of the proposed 
order; Table E-3 of the monitoring and reporting program; and sections 3.3.7, 
4.3, and 7.2 of the fact sheet).

o Established E. coli effluent and surface water limitations, replacing the total 
coliform bacteria effluent and surface water limitations to be consistent with 
updates to the ISWEBE Plan and updated monitoring to inform compliance 
with new bacteria limitations (sections 4 and 5 of the proposed order; Table 
E-3 of the monitoring and reporting program; and sections 4 and 5 of the fact 
sheet).

o Modified chlorine, turbidity, pH, and acute and chronic toxicity effluent 
monitoring frequencies based on Facility upgrades (Table E-3 of the 
monitoring and reporting program and section 7.2 of the fact sheet).

2. Added two new discharge locations to allow the discharge of treated wastewater 
to Huerhuero Creek. The proposed order includes effluent limitations, receiving 
water limitations, and monitoring for the new discharge locations (sections 4.1
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and 5 of the proposed order, the monitoring and reporting program, and the fact 
sheet).

3. Added recycling specifications, including monitoring requirements, to 
conditionally authorize the production of tertiary 2.2 quality recycled water and 
allow the Discharger to reuse recycled water at the Facility and for cleaning and 
maintaining its sanitary sewer system (sections 4.3 of the proposed order, 
section 7 of the monitoring and reporting program, sections 4.7 and 7.4 of the 
fact sheet).

4. Added requirements for the Discharger to implement and enforce its 
pretreatment program, including monitoring and reporting (section 6.3.5 of the 
proposed order and section 9.2 of the monitoring and reporting program).

CHANGES FROM THE PUBLIC DRAFT 

The proposed order was published for public comment on January 15, 2021, and 
comments were due by February 15, 2021. One set of comments was received on the 
proposed order, from the Discharger, via email on January 27, 2021. Central Coast 
Water Board staff made several revisions to the proposed order in response to the 
Discharger’s comments. A summarized version of the comments and detailed 
responses to comments are provided in Attachment 1. The comment letter is available 
to download at:
https://ftp.waterboards.ca.gov/?u=public&p=password&path=/City%20of%20Paso%20R
obles%20Comments%2C%20Draft%20NPDES%20Permit.pdf 

In response to the Discharger’s comments, Central Coast Water Board staff proposes 
the following revisions to the previously circulated public draft of the proposed order:

1. Removed the total chlorine residual effluent limitation for the Huerhuero Creek 
discharge points because the limitation was originally established for the Salinas 
River discharge points prior to the discontinuation of chlorine as the primary 
means of disinfection. Central Coast Water Board staff agrees this limitation is 
not warranted for the new Huerhuero Creek discharge points (changes at Table 3 
of the proposed order). The Discharger plans to chlorinate the flows going to the 
Huerhuero Creek discharge points to prevent regrowth of bacteria in the 
conveyance system. The Discharger plans to dechlorinate this water at a 
dechlorination station located at Barney Schwartz Sports Park and monitor for 
chlorine residual downstream of the dechlorination processes, prior to 
discharging to Huerhuero Creek. This chlorination and dechlorination process is 
different from the processes previously used at the Facility to provide the primary 
means of disinfection of wastewater.

2. Made minor changes to influent, effluent, and recycled water monitoring 
requirements to provide for more efficient and representative sampling (changes 
at Tables E-2, E-3, E-6 of the monitoring and reporting program).

3. Clarified descriptions in the fact sheet about Facility biosolids and biogas 
management and inspections of the Discharger’s pretreatment program 
(changes at sections 2.1 and 6.2.5.2 of the fact sheet).

https://ftp.waterboards.ca.gov/?u=public&p=password&path=/City%20of%20Paso%20Robles%20Comments%2C%20Draft%20NPDES%20Permit.pdf
https://ftp.waterboards.ca.gov/?u=public&p=password&path=/City%20of%20Paso%20Robles%20Comments%2C%20Draft%20NPDES%20Permit.pdf
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Central Coast Water Board Staff Revisions

Central Coast Water Board staff inadvertently included the incorrect lower bound for the 
pH surface water limitation based on the Water Quality Control Plan for the Central 
Coastal Basin (Basin Plan) pH objective for warm freshwater habitat applicable to the 
Salinas River and Huerhuero Creek in the public draft version. Staff has amended the 
limitation in the proposed order (section 5.1.10 of the proposed order) so that it is 
consistent with the existing order.

Central Coast Water Board staff inadvertently omitted the surface water limitation based 
on the Basin Plan temperature objective for cold freshwater habitat applicable to the 
Salinas River from the public draft version. Staff has added the limitation back to the 
proposed order (section 5.1.12 of the proposed order) so that it is consistent with the 
existing order.

Additionally, Central Coast Water Board staff revised the proposed order to clarify that 
the cadmium surface water limitation only applies to the Salinas River and not to 
Huerhuero Creek (section 5.1.21 of the proposed order). This limitation is based on 
Basin Plan water quality objectives for waterbodies with the fish spawning beneficial 
use, which is not a beneficial use of Huerhuero Creek.

Staff also made various minor, non-substantive changes for clarity and accuracy.

CLIMATE CHANGE

The Central Coast faces the threat and the effects of climate change for the foreseeable 
and distant future. To proactively prepare and respond, the Central Coast Water Board 
has launched the Central Coast Water Board’s Climate Action Initiative, which identifies 
how the Central Coast Water Board’s work relates to climate change and prioritizes 
actions that promote adaptation and mitigation to improve resilience and protect 
beneficial uses. The Climate Action Initiative is consistent with the Governor’s Executive 
Order B-30-15 and the State Water Board’s Climate Change Resolution No. 2017-0012.

The proposed order aligns with the Climate Action Initiative’s objectives. To take steps 
towards building climate change resiliency on the Central Coast, the proposed order 
authorizes treated wastewater discharges at two new locations in Huerhuero Creek to 
help recharge the Paso Robles Groundwater Basin to sustainable yields in that area. 
The proposed order supports providing recycled water for direct non-potable reuse to 
help offset demand on potable water supplies in alignment with the State Water Board 
Recycled Water Policy, permits the Discharger’s use of recycled water at the facility and 
for sanitary sewer cleaning and maintenance, and supports maintaining discharge to the 
Salinas River to support riparian habitat. This proposed order also increases water 
supply reliability as a climate adaptation strategy, in addition to maintaining instream 
discharges to provide water quality benefits and continued protection of aquatic habitat. 
The proposed order supports the Discharger’s Facility improvements to remove 
treatment facilities from the 100-year floodplain, reduce its carbon footprint, and 
produce commercial-grade fertilizer to offset demand for mining of natural resources. 
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Additionally, to incorporate proactive planning for the future, the proposed order 
requires the Discharger to identify and plan for hazards and vulnerabilities at the Facility 
exacerbated by climate change. 

HUMAN RIGHT TO WATER

California Water Code section 106.3, subdivision (a) states that it is a policy of the State 
of California “that every human being has the right to safe, clean, affordable, and 
accessible water adequate for human consumption, cooking, and sanitation purposes.” 
On January 26, 2017, the Central Coast Water Board adopted Resolution No. R3-2017- 
0004, which affirms the realization of the human right to water and the protection of 
human health as the Central Coast Water Board's top priorities. 

The proposed order incorporates requirements to support the Discharger in providing 
recycled water for direct non-potable beneficial reuse and to alleviate overdraft 
conditions in the Paso Robles Groundwater Basin to diversify the City’s water supply 
portfolio to prepare for uncertainties in water resources due to the changing climate. 
The proposed order implements recently updated mercury water quality objectives, 
which are more stringent than previous objectives, in order to more adequately protect 
beneficial uses related to water and fish consumption. The proposed order establishes 
effluent discharge limitations to protect the municipal and domestic supply (MUN) 
drinking water beneficial use and improve drinking water quality for those that depend 
on groundwater and surface waters as their drinking water source.

DISADVANTAGED COMMUNITIES

The Central Coast Water Board implements regulatory activities and water quality 
projects in a manner that ensures the fair treatment of people of all ethnicities, cultures, 
backgrounds, and income levels, including disadvantaged communities (DACs). 
Additionally, the Central Coast Water Board is committed to providing all stakeholders 
the opportunity to participate in the public process and provide meaningful input to 
decisions that affect their communities. 

The proposed order regulates the production of recycled water and discharge of treated 
domestic wastewater to inland surface waters. The 2016 census data identifies two 
block groups as disadvantaged communities and two block groups as severely 
disadvantaged communities in the City of El Paso de Robles, representing 
approximately one quarter of the city population as disadvantaged communities. Central 
Coast Water Board staff has determined that the regulation of this publicly owned 
treatment works, in compliance with the proposed order, will not pose a significant 
threat to water quality and is therefore unlikely to impact DACs. If impacts to surface 
water results from the discharges regulated by the proposed order, Central Coast Water 
Board staff will help facilitate outreach and education to inform affected parties and 
connect them with available resources.
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CONCLUSION

Proposed Order No. R3-2021-0001 incorporates state and federal guidance and 
regulations. The proposed order is protective of water quality, requires a monitoring and 
reporting program sufficient to demonstrate compliance with the proposed order’s 
limitations given the results of the reasonable potential analysis, and supports efforts to 
produce and reuse recycled water.

RECOMMENDATION

Adopt Proposed Order No. R3-2021-0001

ATTACHMENTS

1. Comments and Staff Responses
2. Proposed Order No. R3-2021-0001

r:\rb3\shared\npdes\facilities\san luis obispo\paso robles wwtp\2021 permit\board 
meeting\final\paso_stfrpt_final.docx
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